became increasingly aware of "black societies," involving such youths and others, that engaged in crime and a variety of unsavory activities (drinking, gambling, and even some reported prostitution). The students differed from the illegal rural returnees in having both urban household registrations and urban units (their schools), which gave them a more secure foothold in the city. (Young workers also played a role in the growing crime problem, as urban factories experienced some of the same discipline problems that schools did.)
The other major change affected the urban police system. During the Cultural Revolution, the public security (police) system had been attacked nationally and locally as an oppressive agency and had been thrown into some disarray. In the immediate post-Cultural Revolution years, cities were patrolled by military units supplemented by various kinds of civilian patrol units. In many cities, "workers' picket corps" units patrolled urban neighborhoods with clubs trying to keep order until the public security system was fully operational again. As the police began to take over the major role again, they remained under some pressure to deal with minor offenses by members of the masses (those without "bad class background" labels) by persuasion rather than coercion, which meant taking offenders to a detention station, lecturing them for a few days or weeks, extracting promises to behave, and then releasing them. The picket corps might turn over a suspect to a detention station for police handling, or they might mete out "mass justice" on the spot, for example, beating a purse snatcher severely and sending him fleeing back home. Neither of these methods was judged very effective by our informants. They saw a revolving-door phenomenon occurring, in which brazen youths would get in trouble repeatedly but would never receive serious sanctions and would not change their ways. Many citizens apparently began to feel frustrated at the lack of effectiveness of the authorities in dealing with what they saw as a growing crime wave, and some informants even report instances of ordinary residents viciously beating up a thief they caught in the act, rather than turning him over to the police for handling.
In the decade after the Cultural Revolution, then, Chinese cities wereere in the city. Even if none of these devices worked, the shipping back to the village of an illegal returnee might be only temporary. A common pattern was to stay in the village for a month or two and then to head back to the city again, perhaps with some grain earned for agricultural labor and some choice food delicacies to use to curry favor with neighborhood authorities. Youths might repeat this pattern over and over again, and generally they received no sanction except forced return to the village as long as their only offense was a desire to avoid rural hardships.
